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The Assassins 



I 

Everything about assassination seems 
un-American. The word assassin comes 
from “hashish.” The first assassins, 
almost a thousand years ago, were the 
" hashshashTn ,” the “hashish-users,” a 
fanatical Moslem sect in Persia who 
considered murder of their enemies a 
sacred duly. Violence may be, in the 
words of the black militant H. Rap 
Brown, “as American as cherry' pie,” 
but for most Americans political assassi- 
nation was an Old World phenomenon 
of bomb-throwing Bolsheviks and Bal- 
kan fanatics. Even though four presi- 
dents fell to assassins’ bullets and others 
were targets of assassination, the staff 
of President Johnson’s National Com- 
mission on Violence concluded in 1969 
that the general pattern was not one of 
conspiracy but of "freelance assassins in 
varying states of mental instability.”' 
The wave of assassinations that cut 
down, in less than a decade, President 
Kennedy, Senator. Robert F. Kennedy, 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Medgar Evers, 
and Malcolm X must have made many 
Americans wonder whether this alien 
aberration was becoming a feature of 
American life. 

In the summer of 1975, there was the 
nagging suspicion that for some 
Americans, in some shadowy recess of 
government, the idea of assassination 
had long been a way of life. .Because of 
this, Senator Church’s committee, push- 
ing on with the investigation of ifl- 
lelligence abuses from which President 
Ford had recoiled, found itself en- 
veloped in tension. The CIA felt 
threatened by an assault on its deadliest 
secrets. The White House saw America’s 
reputation in the world endangered. 
Senators found themselves walking a 
tightrope across an abyss of dark deeds 
plotted under two Democratic and two 
Republican presidents. And, if all this 
were not painful enough, they would 
end up with the nightmarish question of 
whether assassination cast upon the 
Cuban waters might somehow have re- 
turned to Dallas. 

Under Presidents Eisenhower, Ken- 
nedy, Johnson, and Nixon the CIA had 
been involved, in varying degrees, in 
plots and coups against at least eight 
foreign leaders. 1 

In 1960, against Lumumba. He had 
threatened to bring Soviet troops into 
the Congo. Plans had been made, 
poisons shipped, access to Lumumba 
sought. But he was killed by others 
before the CIA plans could be realized. 

In 1961, against the Dominican dic- 
tator Trujillo. His brutality had inspired 
fear of another Castro-style revolution. 
He was killed by Dominican dissidents, 

'See Hugh Davis Graham and Ted 
Robert Gurr, “Violence in America— 
Vol. I, Historical and Comparative 
Perspectives. A Staff Report to the Na- 
tional Commission on the Causes and 
Prevention of Violence” (US Govern- 
ment Printing Office, June 1969). 

'The eight plots are described in the 
report of the Senate Intelligence Com- 
mittee, "Alleged Assassination Plots In- 
volving Foreign Leaders— An Interim 
Report,” November 20, 1975 (Assassi- 
nations Report, hereafter AR), pp. 260- 
264, 13-70, 191-215, 217-223, 225-254, 
4n. 
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who had received American arms, 
though it was unclear whether these 
were the guns used. 

In 1963, against Ngo Dinh Diem. His 
repressive actions had led to fear of an 
uprising in Vietnam. He was killed in a 
generals’ coup, supported by the CIA, 
but without evidence that the United 
States wanted him dead. 

In 1970, against General Ren6 
Schneider, the Chilean army chief of 
staff. He had stood in the way of a 
CIA-supported military coup against 
Allende. The CIA backed a plan to kid- 
nap Schneider, but apparently did not 
foresee that he would be killed when he 
resisted abduction. 

By the time of the coup against 



and stay here until his problems are set- 
tled. 

June 18: Former presidents have 
become involved in a game of political 
football. Despite President Ford’s ad- 
monition * against "Monday morning 
quarterbacking” about presidential 
responsibility for assassination plots, 
Rockefeller has said on NBC’s “Meet 
the Press” that there was “White House 
knowledge and/or approval of all major 
undertakings.” Senator Goldwatcr has 
said he wouldn’t be surprise^ if Presi- 
dent Kennedy knew all about plots 
against Castro. Senator Church: “I will 
have no part in pointing a finger of 
guilt toward any former president, none 
of whom are alive today."' (He has 




Allende in 1973, the CIA daimed it had 
“separated” itself from the military 
plots against him. 

There was evidence that some thought 
had been given, at various times, to the 
assassinations of President Francois 
Duvalier of Haiti and President Sukarno 
of Indonesia, both of whom died in the 
early Seventies of apparently natural 
causes. 

The chief target was Fidel Castro of 
Cuba— the closest to American territory 
and the closest to America’s trauma. 
Castro became the subject of much of 
the goings and comings of an extraor- 
dinary variety of witnesses before 
Senator Church’s committee, which had 
moved, for the purpose, into the most 
secure hearing room on Capitol Hill — 
the windowless penthouse of the Joint 
Committee on Atomic Energy. Some of 
the activities surrounding the closed 
hearings are described in my journal: 

June 13: Helms is back from Iran and 
before the Senate committee. To avoid 
reporters, he goes up the side stairs to 
the closely guarded hearing room. 
Senator Mansfield suggests on the 
Senate floor that Helms should stop 
shuttling back and forth from Teheran 



forgotten, of course, that Nixon lives.) 

June 20: Sam Giancana of the 
Chicago Mafia was killed last night. He 
was to have been a witness before the 
Senate committee to be asked about his 
part in the CIA plots against Castro. 
His one-time lieutenant, John Rosselli, 
subpoenaed for next Tuesday, is already 
in Washington, hiding out. Rosselli’s 
lawyer quotes him as saying he doesn’t 
think Giancana’s murder was connected 
with his prospective Senate testimony. 
Vice Chairman John Tower, presiding 
over today’s hearing, says, “The com- 
mittee, of course, notes with interest 
that Mr. Giancana was done away 
with.” Colby, after testifying, says the 
CIA certainly had nothing to do with 
Giancana’s murder. 

Trying to find John Rosselli, we call 
all the Washington hotels. There’s a 
John Rosselli registered at the 
Watergate. The telephone in his room is 
answered by a man who says, "Mr. 
Rosselli is out playing golf,” assuring 
me that this Mr. Rosselli is a busi- 
nessman from Florida who knows 
nothing about the CIA or crime. 
Maybe! 

June 24: This is the morning Rosselli 
is supposed to testify. At 7:45 AM I try 
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the Watergate again. Same voice, but 
this time he answers to his name. Says 
he’s waiting to hear from his lawyers 
about when he goes before the Senate 
committee. I offer to supply the in- 
formation because it’s on the committee 
calendar. He says, “Let my lawyers do 
it. I pay them enough.” Adamant about 
no interview, no picture. 

The committee cooperates by slipping 
Rosselli, with Capitol Police escort, up 
the back stairs, and later out through an 
unannounced exit. By having several 
camera crews and with walkie-talkie 
communications, we manage to catch 
him getting into his car, so there are 
pictures for the evening news. Later, 
Senator Church indicates that Rosselli 
has told a vivid but incomplete story 
about trying to kill Castro. Missing are 
the names of gangland associates, which 
he refuses to give, and the identities of 
those who set the whole thing in mo- 
tion, which he docs not know. 

June 26: In a briefing outside the 
hearing room, Senator Church says 
there will be a report but no open hear- 
ings on assassination plots because the 
committee doesn’t want to “hold this 
sordid story before the world.” Vice 
Chairman Tower adds puckishly, “I 
might say further that the matter of as- 
sassinations might be viewed in a 
broader context of other options that 
might have been available within the 
proscriptions of certain policy guide- 
lines." When I say I’m not sure I 
understand him, Tower says, "Well, 
perhaps that’s good.” 

July 18: Senator. Church, at one of 
his regular posthearing briefings, says, 
“The agency [the CIA] may have been 
behaving like a rogue elephant on a 
rampage.” Church, now obviously nur- 
turing presidential dreams, would find 
life more comfortable if he could ex- 
onerate the Kennedys and pin all the as- 
sassination plots on Helms and his 
cloak-and-dagger band. 

July 20: On CBS’s “Face the Na- 
tion,” Senator Richard Schweiker, a 
Republican on the Intelligence commit- 
tee, disputes Church on the "rogue ele- 
phant” theory. “I think it’s only fair to 
say there was no direct evidence that ex- 
onerates presidents from assassination 
attempts.... It’s hard for me to con- 
ceive that someone higher up didn’t 
know.” 

July 22: Lawrence Houston, retired 
CIA general counsel, while on Capitol 
Hill for testimony, agrees to be inter- 
viewed on film. He says that in 1962 he 
briefed Attorney General Robert Ken- 
nedy about the CIA-Mafia plots to kill 
Castro and that Kennedy’s only reaction 
was that “if we were going to get in- 
volved with the Mafia again, please 
come to him first because our involve- 
ment with the Mafia might impede his 
drive against the Mafia in general crime- 
busting.” Houston implies Kennedy 
didn’t object to the assassination plans 
as such. 

July 30: Senator George McGovern, 
back from Cuba, holds a news con- 
ference to release a Castro book re- 
counting twenty-four plots against him, 
all allegedly CIA-inspired, the last of 
them in 1971 when Castro visited Chile. 
Confessions of would-be killers are 
quoted, mostly Cubans. The weapons 
pictured range from dynamite to a gun 

The New York Review 




hidden in a television camera. Mc- 
Govern notes that many of these plots 
were hatched after President Kennedy’s 
pledge, in return for Bay of Pigs 
prisoners, to avoid future violence 
against Cuba. McGovern says that 
either the CIA acted on its own or 
President Kennedy broke his promise. 

Soon afterward, in another room of 
the Senate Office Building, Robert 
Maheu, who has just completed testify- 
ing, holds a news conference. The 
former Howard Hughes lieutenant, one- 
time FBI agent, has told the 'Senate 
committee of his role in the anti-Castro 
plots. Before the press his elaborate 
gestures and long-windedness remind me 
of W.C. Fields playing a con man. 
Maheu's story boils down to this: 

On the CIA payroll since 1954, he 
was asked, in 1960, as part of the plan- 
ning for the Bay of Pigs invasion, to 
contact Rosselli to help remove Castro. 
He holed up in the Miami Beach Fon- 
tainebleau Hotel with Rosselli and Gian- 
cana, and there they planned how to 
poison Castro in Havana. It all sounds 
so silly that one wonders what kind of 
nitwits ran the clandestine operations. 
For hjs services, Maheu says he got 
S500 a month, but claims that his real 
motive was patriotism. 

An interesting sidelight: Maheu says 
that in 1966, when Howard Hughes 
employed him in Las Vegas, his 
employer ordered him to set up a big 
covert operation for the CIA. Hughes 
“wanted this kind of protection from 
the government in case he ever became 
involved in any serious problem with 
any agency of the government.” Maheu 
does not explain whether Hughes 
wanted the government vulnerable to 
blackmail or just in his debt. 

September 22: The investigation of 
the plots to assassinate Castro has 
developed strange and tenuous links to 
the assassination of President Kennedy. 
The Church committee has evidence that 
the FBI destroyed a letter from Lee 
Harvey Oswald threatening to blow up 
the FBI office in Dallas if the bureau 
didn’t leave his wife alone. 

Also, the National Archives has 
declassified an FBI report on the Soviet 
defector Lieutenant Colonel Yuri 
Nosenko of the KGB. He had handled 
the Oswald case in Moscow and de- 
fected to the United States in Geneva 
ten weeks after the Kennedy assassina- 
tion. Nosenko told the FBI that .the 
KGB considered Oswald mentally ab- 
normal, possibly an American agent, 
and never tried to recruit him. When 
Oswald turned up in the Soviet Embassy 
in Mexico City in September 1963, try- 
ing to get a visa to return to Russia, the 
KGB vetoed it. Nosenko also said that 
after the Kennedy assassination, 
Khrushchev ordered a crash KGB in- 
vestigation to learn if Oswald had 
returned to the United States in 1962 
with any Soviet instructions, and was 
relieved to get a negative answer. 1 John 
McCone, who testified before the War- 
ren Commission as CIA director in 
1964, never mentioned Nosenko. Mc- 
Cone happens to be in Washington to- 
day and tells me in an interview that the 
CIA didn’t trust Nosenko at first 
because his coincidental defection 
looked so suspicious, but now the agen- 
cy accepts the story as true. Nosenko 
was held incommunicado for three years 

*See Staff Report to the Warren Com- 
mission, by William T. Coleman, Jr., 
and W. David Slawson (hereafter CSR), 
pp. 44-45, and appendix “Statement by 
Yuri Ivanovich Nosenko.” 
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at the CIA’s Camp Peary, Virginia. The 
Rockefeller report, without giving his 
name, cited his case as a gross example 
of mistreatment of a defector. 

Another document just released by 
the Archives a the top-secret 1964 
memorandum for the Warren Commis- 
sion reviewing conspiracy theories. In it 
William T. Coleman, Jr., and W. David 
Slawson, staff lawyers for the commis- 
sion, traced Oswald’s pro-Castro ac- 
tivities in New Orleans and said, “Sim- 
ple retaliation is a motive which must be 
thoroughly considered” in the light of 
Castro’s record. 4 They suggested “addi- 
tional investigation” along these lines, 
not even knowing of the plots against 
Castro. Coleman, now secretary of 
transportation, tells me on the phone 
that he was satisfied, in the end, that 
Oswald was not part of a conspiracy. 
Slawson, now at the University of 
Southern California, says he would have 
4 CSR, p. 7. 



liked to see more investigation of possi- 
ble influences on Oswald. 

Senator Church says he is appointing 
a subcommittee, with Senators Schwei- 
ker and Gary Hart, to conduct a special' 
investigation of what the CIA and FBI 
told the Warren Commission— and what 
they failed to tell. By an ironic coin- 
cidence, Senator Edward Kennedy ap- 
pears before the Church committee to- 
day to testify that he is “morally cer- 
tain” that neither of his brothers had 
any role in the plots against Castro. 

October 28: Senator Church states 
that the White House is opposing the 
release of the completed report on assas- 
sination plots— even though President 
Ford last June asked the committee to 
conduct the inquiry. * 

November 2: Colby is fired by Presi- 
dent Ford, along with Defense Secretary 
Schlesinger. Under fire from Rockefeller 
and Kissinger for candor that con- 




tributed to the troubles of Helms, Colby 
had clearly been on the skids, but his 
removal had not been expected until the 
congressional investigations were fin- 
ished.* 

November 3: The Church committee 
meets to consider a letter from President 
Ford demanding that its assassination 
report be held secret on the ground that 
it would “result in serious harm to the 
national interest and may endanger in- 
dividuals.” The committee votes unani- 
mously to release the report, but, as a 
concession to Senators Tower and Gold- 
water, agrees first - to give it to the 
Senate in secret session. Senator 
Church, denouncing the administration, 
says, “Concealment is the order of the 

*Colby, Schlesinger’s successor as CIA 
director, visited him that afternoon in 
his Virginia home, he later told me, and 
Schlesinger remarked, “Well, Bill, it 
looks as though Dick Helms outlasted 
both of us.” 
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day,” and he has no doubt that Colby 
was fired for being too forthcoming. 

Colby is called before the committee, 
and, instead of walking briskly past our 
stake-out as he usually does, pauses for 
a brief on-camera interview. I ask if he 
' thinks he has been too candid about 
disclosing his agency’s past. sins. ‘.‘No,” 
he says, “I don’t think so. I think it 
was best to gel rid of the past and start 
a transition to a future structure of in- 
telligence under the Constitution.” Col- 
by has drawn the line more clearly than 
ever before between his reformist phi- 
losophy and Kissinger-Helms secretive- 
ness. Later, Senator Church calls Kis- 
singer the moving force in the shake-up, 
adding, "He is the prime minister, the 
President taking care of the ceremonial 
functions.” 

November 4: As Colby is clearing off 
his desk, he gets a call from the White 
House. The president wants to see him 
tomorrow and will ask him to stay on 
/ for a couple of months. It seems that 
Ford acted too hastily in firing Colby, 
not realizing that the new nominee, . 
George Bush, ambassador in Peking, 
cannot come back in the midst of ar- 
ranging a presidential visit to China. 
Colby says okay— if it’s understood that . 
he remains in full charge. 

November 19: In the spherical-roofed 
auditorium at CIA headquarters in 
Langley, Colby calls one of his rare 
news conferences. The assassination 
report is due to go' to the Senate tomor- 
row morning and then be publicly re- 
leased. Colby demands the deletion of 
the names of those who worked for the 
CIA, saying, "Exposure of our people 
to hostile and irrational retaliation is 
not within the tradition of our coun- 
try.” This must be to set the stage for 
some kind of last-minute maneuver in 
the Senate to block the report. 

November 20: The names— which 
strangely include Giancana, Rosselli, 
and Maheu— are indeed the springboard 
for a three-hour procedural debate in 
secret session of the Senate. The 
underlying issue is: Who decides what is 
secret? Robert Griffin, the minority 
whip, argues that confidential material 
received from the president cannot be 
released without presidential permission. 
The Senate overrides him. 

In the Senate Caucus Room— Ervin 
"Watergate country”— the Intelligence 
committee assembles for a news con- 
ference, without the dissenting Tower, 
Goldwater, and Baker, to display its 
first fruit— the first official report on 
America’s cloaked daggers. There is 
some speechmaking. "We regard assas- 
sination plots as aberrations,” says 
Senator Church. "The United States 
must not adopt the tactics of the 
enemy.” Senator Mondale says, "We’re ^ 
not good at assassinations, and thank 
God!” As the news conference ends, I 
stand up before my camera in,the back 
of the room to ad lib what will be the 
close of my report forxthe Cronkite 
show. y 

“It turned out as Helms said,” I con- 
clude, "that no foreign leader was 
directly killed by the CIA. But it wasn’t 
for want of trying." 

II 

Nothing says more about what was 
wrong with the CIA— the James Bond 
role-playing, the loss of touch with 
reality, the intellectual incestuousness of 
professionals shielded by their secrecy 
from being held accountable— than the 
grand obsession with Fidel Castro. "We 
were hysterical about Castro at the time 
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of the Bay of Pigs and thereafter,” tes- 
tified former Defense Secretary Robert 
McNamara.* Between 1960 and 1965 the 
clandestine services nurtured eight 
separate plots to kill him, with various 
mixtures of absurdity and ingenuity.’ 
They started, in March 1960, wanting 
not to kill Castro, but just his public 
image. In the next six months, as plan- 
ning for the Bay of Pigs invasion pro- 
ceeded, they discussed spraying Castro’s 
broadcasting studio in Havana with a 
mood-altering chemical; arranging to get 
him to smoke a cigar soaked with a 
disorienting drug before delivering a 
speech; dusting his shoes with thallium 
salts, which was supposed to make his 
beard fall out and thus cause him to 
lose face, so to speak, with his worship- 
ing citizens.* Speaking of worshiping, 
my favorite plot— nonlethal— was what 
someone in the CIA called "elimination 
by illumination.” It was dreamed up by 
General Edward Lansdale, Robert Ken- 
nedy’s coordinator for the hidden war 



against Castro. Never put into execu- 
tion, the plan was to spread the word in 
Cuba of the imminent Second Coming 
of Christ, with the corollary message 
that Castro, the Antichrist, would have 
to go. At the appointed time, American 
submarines would surface off the coast, 
sending up star* shells, which would 
presumably inspire the Cubans to rise 
up against Castro.* 

More serious— though hardly less 
absurd— were the various plots on the 
life of Castro unearthed by the Senate 
Intelligence Committee. 

The Accident Plot. In July 1960, the 
Havana station chief of the CIA was 
startled- to receive a message saying, 
"Possible removal top three leaders is 
receiving serious consideration at HQs,” 
starling with Fidel Castro’s brother, 
Raul. A Cuban agent was to be offered 
S10.000 for "arranging an accident.” 
The agent, also promised a college 
education for his children in case of his 

*AR, p. 142, n. 1. 

’AR, p. 71. The CIA disclaimed credit 
for the twenty-four plots that Castro 
had told Senator McGovern about. In 
nine of those cases, the agency admitted 
"operational relationships” with some 
of the individuals, "but not for the pur- 
pose of assassination. ”AR, p.71, n.l. 
*AR, p. 72. 

*AR, p. 142, n. 2. 



own death, agreed to take a "calculated 
risk,” limited to possibilities that might 
pass as accidental. The agent returned 
from meeting Raul Castro, reporting he 
had not been able to arrange the acci- 
dent. ■* 

Poison Cigars. In October 1960, ex- 
perts in CIA’s Technical Services Divi- 
sion completed work on treating a box 
.of Castro’s favorite cigars with a toxin 
'so potent that "a person would die after 
putting one in his mouth.” In February 
1961, the cigars were delivered to a con- 
tact in Havana. The files do not make 
clear whether any attempt was made to 
pass the cigars to Castro. 1 1 

Mafia, * Phase One. In September 
1960, Robert Maheu, whose private 
detective agency was on CIA retainer, 
was asked to contact John Rosselli, in- 
volved with the gambling syndicate, and 
enlist his aid in an assassination plot. 
Rosselli agreed to go to Florida and 
recruit Cubans for the enterprise. To 
assist him, Rosselli brought in Momo 



Salvatore "Sam" Giancana, the Chi- 
cago-based gangster, and Santos Traf- 
ficante, the Cosa Nostra chief in Cuba, 
who made frequent trips between Miami 
and Havana. (A comic sidelight was the 
CIA wiretap put on the telephone of 
Giancana’s girlfriend, Phyllis McGuire, 
in Las Vegas, because of his concern 
about her fidelity— a wiretap discovered 
by the FBI, which then had to be 

dissuaded from prosecuting.) A scheme 
evolved to have one of Trafficante’s 
agents put a poison pill in Castro’s 

drink. One batch of pills was rejected 
because they would not dissolve in 

water. A second batch was tested on 
monkeys and found effective. In March 
1961, Rosselli reported that the pills had 
been delivered to an Official close to 
Castro, his cooperation purchased by 
kickbacks from the gambling interests. 
The Cuban official reported, however, 
that he had lost his position before he 
could poison Castro's drink, and he 

turned back the pills with regrets. 
Another effort was made to administer 
the lethal pill through a contact in a 
restaurant frequented by Castro, but 
Castro stopped going to the restaurant. 11 

Mafia, Phase Two. In the shake-up 
after the Bay of Pigs fiasco, a veteran 
'*AR, pp. 72-73. 

"AR, p. 73. 

"AR, pp. 74-82. 




clandestine operator, Bill Harvey, was 
assigned to develop an "executive action 
capability”— the disabling of foreign 
leaders, with assassination as a "last 
resort.” In April 1962, Harvey reac- 
tivated the Rosselli operation, trying to 
get the same Cuban who had failed so 
ignobly before to try again with four 
new poison pills for Castro, pills that 
"would work anywhere and at any time 
with anything." The pills got to Cuba— 
along with guns and radios that the 
Cuban had asked for. A three-man team 
was slipped into Cuba to help "pene- 
trate” Castro’s bodyguard. The CIA 
had put a price of $150,000 on Castro’s 
head. When nothing had happened by 
February 1963, Harvey called the whole 
thing off— forgetting to withdraw the 
reward offer. The reward for Rosselli, 
who boasted of never having taken a 
nickel for his patriotic contribution, was 
that he was able to call on the CIA for 
help whenever he was in trouble with 
the law. This was often, since he was a 
convicted extortionist and was pursued 
by the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service as an illegal alien. He had still 
not been deported when, like Giancana, 
he was murdered. In August 1976, his 
body was found in an oil drum floating 
in the bay near Miami." 

Seashell and Diving Suit. By early 
1963, the CIA’s assassination planners 
were called "Task Force W,” led now by 
a legendary secret agent, Desmond Fitz- 
gerald. They worked on the idea of 
creating an exotic seashell, rigged to ex- 
plode, which would be deposited in an 
area where Castro usually went skin div- 
ing. When that proved impractical, the 
Technical Services people came up with 
a diving suit, dusted inside with- a 
fungus that would produce a chronic 
skin disease, its breathing tube con- 
taminated with tuberculosis germs. The 
idea was that James Donovan, who was 
going to Cuba for President Kennedy to 
negotiate the release of Bay of Pigs 
prisoners, would unwittingly present the 
diving suit to Castro as a present. 
Donovan was so unwitting that, on his 
own initiative, he presented Castro with 
a different diving suit." • 

T* Inside Man. Starting in 1961, the 
CIA had been developing its most prized 
"asset”— a disgruntled official still close 
to Castro. By the end of the summer of 
1963, having given up on the American 
underworld, the agency turned to him for 
an "inside job” of assassination. 

His code name was AM/LASH. (His 
closest associate was, of course, 
AM/ WHIP.) The real name of AM/ LASH 
is Rolando Cubela Secades, a physician 
and army major (Cuba’s highest rank), 
who had led the Castro guerrillas in the 
Escambray Mountains. After the over- 
throw of the Batista dictatorship, 
Cubela served briefly as deputy minister 
of interior, then left the government to 
head the Federation of University 
Students. As soon as he got his medical 
degree in 1962, he was named director 

"AR, pp. 82-85, 85 nn. 1-4. In The 
New York Times of February 25, 1977, 
Nicholas Gage reported that Rosselli 
had been killed by members of the 
underworld as a direct result of his 
testimony before the Senate Intelligence 
Committee, "his murder approved by 
the commission of bosses that sets 
policy for the twenty-six Mafia families 
in this country.” According to Gage’s 
sources, Giancana, on the other hand, 
was not killed because of his planned 
testimony, but "because he tried to 
reassert his authority in Chicago after a 
ten-year absence.” 

"AR, pp. 85-86. 
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of a large hospital. Castro apparently 
regarded him as too unstable, extremist, 
and violence-prone to remain a member 
of the ruling revolutionary directorate. 
Major Cubela was also sent on frequent 
missions abroad— such as attending an 
international conference of students in 
Paris. This made it easy for the disaf- 
fected revolutionary to establish contact 
with the CIA. 

In periodic discussions with his CIA 
“case officer," a plan began to evolve 
for the assassination of Castro. Dr. 
Cubela wanted American support in the 
form of weapons and an invasion. The 
clandestine negotiations, in obscure 
places in Paris, Madrid and elsewhere, 
went on until the summer of 1962, then 
lapsed for a year. 

On Saturday, 'September 7, 1963, AM/ 
LASH met again with his CIA contact. 
Afterward, the case officer reported to 
headquarters that, with US support, 
AM/ LASH was ready to organize 
Castro’s overthrow.' 1 

That night a strange thing happened. 
Fidel Castro, who rarely went to foreign 
embassies, showed up unexpectedly at 
the Brazilian National Day reception at’ 
the Brazilian Embassy and made an Off- 
the-cuff speech accusing the CIA and 
President Kennedy of plotting against 
him. Castro was quoted as saying, “Let 
Kennedy and his brother Robert take 
care of themselves since they, too, can 
be the victims of an attempt which will 
cause their death.” 

• During the reception, Castro gave an 
interview to Daniel Harker, correspond- 
ent for the Associated Press, accusing 
the United States of “aiding terrorist 
plans to eliminate Cuban leaders” and 
threatening to retaliate. The interview 
was published in American papers on 
Monday, .September 9, and struck most 
readers as typical Latin Communist 
rhetoric about imaginary plots. 1 * In 
Washington, a medium-level interagency 
“Cuban Coordinating Committee" met 
to analyze the implications of Castro’s 
threat. None of those present knew of 
the real basis for Castro’s charge about 
American plans to “eliminate Cuban 
leaders,” with the possible exception of 
the delegate from the CIA. The commit- 
tee compiled a memorandum concluding 
that a “likely” possibility was an at- 
tempt to kidnap or. assassinate an 
American official somewhere in Latin 
America. It considered “attacks against 
US officials” within the United States 
"unlikcly.” ,, 

The CIA planning with AM/LASH 
went on undeterred by Castro’s warn- 
ing. His CIA contact told him that his 
proposal for a coup, starting with 
Castro’s assassination, was under con- 
sideration at the “highest levels.’’" Ma- 
jor Cubela asked for a meeting with 
Robert Kennedy to get personal assur- 
ance of American support." Instead, 
Desmond Fitzgerald, the head of the 
Cuban operation, arranged to meet with 
him in Paris on October 29 as Attorney • 



"The CIA’s plot using Dr. Cubela is 
documented in the following sources: 
AR, pp. 86-90; The New York Times , 
“Havana Accuses Seven of Plotting 
With CIA Agents to Assassinate Cas- 
tro,” March 6, 1966; Senate Select 
Committee to Study Governmental Ac- 
tivities with Respect to Intelligence Ac- 
tivities, Final Report, Book V (hereafter 
SIC-V), pp. 13-14. 

"For Castro’s speech and interview, see 
SIC-V, pp. 41, 14. 14, n. 18. 

"SIC-V, pp. 15-16. 

"SIC-V, p. 17. 

"AR, p. 87. 
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General Kennedy’s “personal represent- 
alive.” 1 ' Fitzgerald recklessly ignored 
warnings from CIA security experts that 
this direct contact by a ranking 
American intelligence official was risky. 
A counterintelligence officer thought the 
whole operation was “nonsense" and 
“counter-productive” and that AM/ 
LASH’s “bona fides were subject to 
question.” 11 

Accompanied by the Spanish-speaking 
CIA case officer, Fitzgerald, introduced 
under an alias, told Major Cubela that 
the US would provide support only after 
a successful coup. The major asked for 
an assassination weapon— preferably a 
high-powered rifle with telescopic sight. 
He also wanted a more sophisticated 
weapon that might give him a chance to 
kill Castro at close range without getting 
caught. CIA technicians went to work 

1# SIC-V, pp. 17-18; AR, p. 87. 

"SIC-V, p. 17,n.32; 



fashioning a ballpoint pen concealing a 
hypodermic needle "so fine that the vic- 
tim would not notice its insertion. ” 11 It 
took a little longer than expected to 
make that exotic weapon and Major 
Cubela, planning to leave Paris for 
Havana on November 20, was asked to 
wait for a meeting on November 22.” 

At the November 22 meeting Fitzger- 
ald called attention to a speech Presi- 
dent Kennedy had made four days 
earlier, which the CIA official said he 
had helped to draft. He said the presi- 
dent had called the Castro government 
“a small band of conspirators,” whose 
removal would assure Cuba of 
American support for progressive goals. 
That, he told Cubela, was the signal of 



"The details of Fitzgerald’s meeting and 
the CIA’s work on the weapon are 
documented in: SIC-V, pp. 17 n. 32, 18, 
19; AR, pp. 87 n.3,88. 

"SIC-V, p. 19. 




the president’s support for a coup. It 
was a gross distortion of a speech in 
which Kennedy had actually extended a 
hand of friendship to Castro on condi- 
tion the Cuban regime cease subversive 
efforts in other Western Hemisphere 
countries." 

Cubela was given the poison pen and 
told that he could fill it with a commer- 
cial poison, "Black Leaf 40.” An air 
drop of high-powered rifles with tele- 
scopic sights at a prearranged place in 
Cuba was promised." 

A chillingly laconic CIA memoran- 
dum records, “Fitzgerald left the 
meeting to discover that President Ken- 
nedy had been assassinated. Because of 
this fact, plans with AM/LASH 
changed....”" 

"SIC-V, pp. 19-20; AR 88-89. 

"AR, pp. 88-89; SIC-V, p. 20. 

"AR, p. 89. 
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In Dallas, President Kennedy lay dead 
from an assassin’s bullet. In Paris, a 
high CIA official purporting to repre- 
sent the president’s brother (there is no 
evidence that Robert Kennedy knew) 
was meeting with a prospective assassin 
of Fidel Castro. In Havana, at the same 
moment, Castro was meeting with a 
French journalist, Jean Daniel, bearing 
a message from President Kennedy of 
his wish to explore ways of improving 
relations.” No Hollywood scenario 
could match the irony— and the mad- 
ness— of this triangle. 

How could such things be? Had 
President Kennedy been pursuing a 
"two-track” policy of offering Castro 
friendship while plotting'his murder? Or 
were the cloak-and-dagger people, in 
Senator Church’s words, off like a 



”On the coinciding events in Dallas, 
Paris, and Havana, see: AR, pp. 72, 89, 
174; SIC-V, p. 21. 
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"rogue elephant” on a singular private 
rampage? The mountains of testimony 
and documents indicate that these things 
could be because the CIA— proceeding 
on what it claimed as previous "general 
authorization”— kept its incessant plot- 
ting secret, ostensibly to spare the White 
House embarrassment. The Kennedy ad- 
ministration, while exploring for ten 
months the idea of accommodation with 
Castro, had kept- that initiative confined 
to a few trusted individuals, none of 
them in the CIA. 

For CIA professionals, deceiving the 
US government was almost as natural as 
deceiving the US public. 11 The 
customary tactic was to tell higher 
authority of the operation in the past, 
not the one in progress. In May 1962, 

“The following account of CIA decep- 
tion of other government agencies is 
documented in: AR, pp. 153, 266-267, 
268, 269, 150, 173, 131-134, 178, 89-90; 
SIC-V, pp. 77-80. 



Robert Kennedy was briefed on Phase 
One of the Mafia plot, but not Phase 
Two — despite his demand to be told 
next time. In 1966, Helms told Secretary 
of State Dean Rusk in a memorandum 
that "the agency was not involved with 
AM/LASH in a plot to assassinate Fidel 
Castro.” That, Helms admitted under 
Senate questioning ten years later, was 
"inaccurate.” Despite the Kennedy as- 
sassination, contact with AM/LASH for 
the assassination of Castro was resumed 
a year later— and continued until June 
1965, when it was ended only because it 
was finally judged to be compromised: 
the FBI had found out about it in- 
dependently.” Yet when President 

“Although 1965 marked the end of 
anti-Castro plots as far as recorded in 
Senate reports, new charges were made 
by Castro in October 1976. Before a ral- 
ly in Havana’s Revolutionary Square, he 
blamed the CIA for an explosion on a 
Cubana Airlines plane in Barbados that 



Johnson demanded a report in 1967, 
Helms told him only about AM/LASH 
during the Kennedy administration, not 
about the revived plotting during his 
own administration. 1 ' Major Cubela has 
already confessed his role as a CIA 
agent at his public trial in Havana in 
March 1966, asking a death sentence 
(“To the wall! To be executed is what I 
want!”). He was sentenced to thirty 
years’ imprisonment after Castro had 
opposed execution. 11 

Had the CIA been acting on its own 
volition, and then deliberately deceiving 
one president after another about its 
murderous activities? In extensive inter- 
rogation before the Senate Intelligence 
Committee behind closed doors, 
Richard Helms sought to explain and 
justify. 

There was, he said, "intense” pres- 
sure by the Kennedy administration to 
overthrow Castro. 



"I believe it was the policy at the 
time to try to get rid of Castro and 
if killing him was one of the things 
to be done in this connection, that 
was within what waS expected.... 
Any of us would have found it very 
difficult to discuss assassinations 
with the president of the US. I 
believe we all had the feeling that 
we’re hired to keep these things out 
of the Oval Office.... No member 
of the Kennedy administration 
...ever told, me that assassination 
-was proscribed or ever referred to 
(it) in that fashion.... Nobody ever 
said that [assassination) was ruled 
out.... Nobody wants to embarrass 
the president of the United States 
by discussing assassination of 
foreign leaders in his presence.”” 



Every surviving intimate has testified 
that President Kennedy did not want as- 
sassination, but somewhere amid all the 
winks and nods and euphemisms about 
"getting rid of* and "eliminating,” 
something had gone off the rails. 
McNamara acknowledged a dilemma 
when- he testified before the Senate com- 
mittee. On the one hand, he said, "I 
know of no major action taken by the 
CIA during the time that I was in 
government that was not properly 



had killed seventy-three persons, and 
asserted that the CIA had also renewed 
attempts on his life in retaliation for 
Cuban involvement in the war in 
Angola. Castro read what he described 
as the text of a message to a CIA agent 
in Havana asking for the itinerary of his 
proposed travels outside Cuba. The 
message, he said, was obtained through 
a double agent recruited ten years 
before by the CIA who had kept the 
Cuban government "fully informed.” 
He added that he was willing to end the 
usefulness of this agent because of the 
"value of revealing the conduct and ac- 
tivities of the CIA.” Secretary Kissinger 
stated that "no one in contact with the 
American government” had anything to 
do with the sabotage of the plane, but 
the US government had no comment on 
the alleged message to Havana. (For 
Castro’s statement, see the Washington 
Post, “Cuba Voids Hijack Post,” Oc- 
tober 16, 1976.) 



># AR, p. 179. 

•'For Cubela’s confession, see The New 
York Times, March 8, 1966. In fairness 
it must be said that Communist "show 
trials" were not taken seriously in those 
days. A New York Times editorial on 
March 7, 1966, said, "Premier Castro 
blames the United States Central In- 
telligence Agency, but that is a stock 
charge.” 

”AR, pp. 148-150,119-120. 

The New. York Review 




authorized by senior officials.” On the 
other hand, every senior official he 
knew was opposed to assassination! So, 
' he concluded, "I find it almost in- 
. conceivable that the assassination at- 
tempts were carried on during the Ken- 
nedy administration without the senior 
members knowing it, and I understand 
the contradiction that this carries with 
respect to the facts.” 11 
All the talk did not change the fact 
that President Kennedy, in whose name 
the CIA had tried to kill Premier 
Castro, was dead— at the hands of an 
avowed admirer of Castro named Lee 
Harvey Oswald. 

HI 

One investigation breeds another. The 
exposure of the plots to assassinate 
Castro raised new questions about the 
assassination of President Kennedy. 
Was there a connection? Why had the 
Warren Commission not been told 
about the anti-Castro plots? That 
became the subject of the final report of 
the Senate Intelligence Committee— ac- 
tually filed by Senators Richard 
Schweiker and Gary Hart in June 1976, 
after the committee had disbanded. It 
unveiled a strange and sinister cover-up. 

CIA Director John McCone, appear- 
ing before the Warren Commission in 
June 1964, accompanied by his deputy, 
Helms, was asked by Congressman 
Gerald Ford, a member of the commis- 
sion, whether he had "full authority” to 
disclose any information in the CIA 
files. "That is right,” said McCone, in- 
cluding "all information of every nature 
in our files or in the minds of em- 
ployees.” 

Questioned about any possible con- 
spiracy, foreign or domestic, Russian or 
Cuban, McCone answered that an in- 
vestigation had turned up "no evidence 
to support such an assumption.” Helms 
went so far as to assure Ford that "we 
haven’t stopped our inquiries” and that 
anything subsequently learned would be 
forwarded to the commission. 

Ford : In other words, the case isn’t 
closed. 

Helms : It is not closed as far as we 
■ are concerned.... I would assume 
the case will never be closed. 14 

That turned out to be true in ways 
that Helms may not have anticipated. In 
July 1975, he was before the Senate In- 
telligence Committee behind closed 
doors, being questioned by Senator 
Robert Morgan of North Carolina. 

Morgan : . . . You had been part of an 
assassination plot against Castro? 

Helms: I was aware that there had 
been efforts made, to get rid of him 
by these means. 

Morgan : ...You were charged with 
furnishing the Warren Commission 
information from the CIA, in- 
formation that you thought rele- 
vant? 

Helms: No, sir. I was instructed to 
reply to inquiries from the Warren 
Commission for information from 
the Agency. I was not asked to in- 
itiate any particular thing. 

Morgan:.., In other words, "if you 
”AR, p. 158. 

14 For the testimony of Helms and Mc- 
Cone, see the Warren Commission Hear- 
ings. Vol. 5, pp. 122-124, published by 
the Government Printing Office, Wash- 
ington, DC, November 1964; see also 
SIC-V, p. 77. 

October! 3, 1977 



weren't asked for it, you didn’t give 
it. 

Helms: That’s right, sir. 11 

It was worse than that. The CIA had 
been asked and had evaded giving the 
information. Still worse, there was 
evidence that it actively planned to pre- 
vent its "Cuban connection” from com- 
ing out. 

A possible "Cuban connection” 
should have been a natural line of in- 
quiry for the Warren Commission. 
After all, Oswald had been arrested in 
New Orleans in August 1963 for making 
a scene while distributing leaflets for the 
pro-Castro Fair Play for Cuba Commit- 
tee. On a New Orleans radio program, 
he had praised Cuba and defended 
Castro. He had used the alias of "A.J. 
Hidell” because it rhymed' with Fidel, 

"SIC-V, p. 70. 



his wife, Marina, testified. 11 Less than 
two months before the assassination, in 
late September, Oswald had visited the 
Cuban consulate in Mexico City and 
tried to get a visa. Staff lawyers Cole- 
man and Slawson had emphasized in 
their report that ’.‘the Cuban govern- 
ment might have been involved” in the 
Kennedy assassination because it "had 
ample reason to dislike and distrust the 
government of the United States and the 
late President in particular." 1 ’ - There 
were, however, powerful forces in 
government with disparate motives for 
playing down the Cuban connection. 

The Johnson administration had an 
immediate concern about allaying 
American panic over a possible con- 
spiracy. Deputy A ttorney General 
14 SIC-V, p. 91; CSR, p. 90. 

"SIC-V, pp. 4, 24, 25; CSR. pp. 91-92, 
94-95, 90. 



*\ 

Nicholas Katzenbach wrote Presidential 
Assistant Bill Moyers on November 25, 
three days after the assassination, 
"Speculation about Oswald’s motivation 
should be cut off, and we should have 
some basis for rebutting the thought 
that this was a Communist conspira- 
cy.. 

The CIA— up to its neck in anti- 
Castro 'plotting— had a special interest 
in steering the investigation away from 
the Cuban angle. The morning after the 
Dallas assassination a cable went to the 
AM/ LASH case officer with orders to 
"break contact.” The same day, Deputy 
Director Helms, while telling his subor- 
dinates that there would be full coopera- 
tion with the investigation of the Ken- 
nedy assassination, put the coordination 
of information from the CIA into the 

"SIC-V, p. 23. 
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